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Walking with Sticks 
The recent media publication in late September, 2005, of a photograph of a gorilla 
using a walking stick to assist it while traversing an African swamp has brought a 
wave of enthusiasm from anthropologists and all with an interest in the science of 
evolution. It appears to be clear contemporary evidence that humans are not the only 
‘tool-using animal,’ to use a common notion. Educationalists also should be excited 
about the photograph for it raises questions as to when and how the gorilla learned to 
use the stick. Was it taught this skill or was it a one-off lucky experience? The 
photograph invites reflection of the role that learning and, in its collective form, 
education, have played in human evolution and development.  
In the following article I use the anthropological understanding of education to 
address the theme of this issue of Social Alternatives.  By problematising the function 
of education as a social and cultural institution, I consider the agenda of well-
recognised educational activities worldwide and the extent they address crucial issues 
facing humanity. This exercise will examine the quality of current educational 
offerings, not just as perspectives of various interest groups but to the extent they 
support the welfare of humanity as a whole, as a living species that has survived 
through hundreds of thousands of years of evolution, in which the central educational 
functions−the transmission of survival knowledge and human identity−have played 
essential roles.  
This is a most challenging task, yet it opens a conversation rarely heard in 
centres of education─such as schools, government departments, universities, 
conferences, parents’ groups and businesses. The very localised concerns of most 
educational discourses effectively exclude attention to big-picture anthropological 
issues in the context of contemporary education. The debate, nevertheless, has been 
addressed indirectly through important critical research and analysis of specific 
policies, values and processes in education (e.g. Siraj-Blatchford 1995; Toh & 
Floresca-Cawagas 1996; Goldstein 2005). It also is foreshadowed in discussion and 
visionary documents such as the Earth Charter (2000), where education is presented 
in the contexts of common human and planetary futures, as a vehicle for the 
promotion of a sustainable world, against current trends towards a world of 
environmental crises and human conflicts.  
 In this article I claim that, in this globalising planet − like the environment 
crisis, the crises of governance, the crises of security, of poverty, of the family and 
many others − there is a related global education crisis that is a threat to human 
cultural survival. If we are concerned about the impacts of global warming, we should 
be equally concerned about the impacts of global miseducation, or misdirected 
education, because the cultural function that education serves in human survival is 
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crucial to our well-being. The crisis in education is as important as environmental 
crises, like the melting of the ice caps from global warming. Perhaps the metaphor of 
the melting ice caps is very suitable to forming a notion of what is happening in 
education ─ a slow dripping of core functions into disparate forms until its sustaining 
function is lost and human disasters are produced. There have been many books 
written in recent times over crises like those of the environment, energy systems, 
population and others (e.g.  Bello, 2002; Sklair, 2002; Brennan, 2003; Legrain, 2003;) 
but there has been only indirect attention paid to the growing dysfunctionality of 
education in its anthropological sense.  
 
Education in an anthropological perspective 
As a formal undertaking through human history education has been focussed on the 
very question Education for What? The foundations of the argument can be identified 
in anthropologist Stanley Kroeber’s (1952) concept of culture. He wrote that, unlike 
life species whose characteristics are totally genetically transmitted, many of the 
essential characteristics that make humans what we are and give us capacity for 
survival are based in Culture and cannot be genetically transmitted. He described 
these cultural functions as the ‘superorganic’ elements of life. These are the activities 
humans engage in that are based around conceptualisation and symbolization into 
various signs and practices that constitute what we generally refer to as cultures. 
These include language, technical skills and social organization. These features of 
human identity are at the centre of human success and survival. Anthropologists 
generally concur with this view (e.g., see Keesing 1975).  
 There have been formations of a great and brilliant diversity of cultural 
systems across the total human population and each of these has been generated to 
ensure the continuity and identity of each particular group. However, unlike the 
‘knowledge systems’ of  non-human life forms, these human processes cannot be 
transmitted genetically but must be learned anew by each human that ever has been 
and ever will be born.  
Education is the evolutionary tool developed to facilitate the transmission of 
cultural knowledge between and across generations. Kimball (1976, p.267) focussed 
on this process of the transmission of culture. He wrote, ‘if there is any aspect of 
human knowledge which is uniquely distinctive of education, and which can be 
claimed as the major prerogative of professional educators, it is to be found in the 
conditions and processes associated with the transmission of culture’.  
In traditional cultures these teachings were often associated with rites of 
passage sometimes (not always) associated with ritual practices  involving separation 
of the individuals from the community, transmission processes, followed by re-
incorporation into the community (of which graduation ceremonies are a modern 
legacy). All cultures developed models of directed transmission, of which modern 
institutional schooling has become the most widespread practice. Kimball made a 
clear separation between the ‘operational’ and ‘conceptual’ aspects of transmission, of 
which, he proposed, the conceptual elements are of ‘far greater significance’ because 
in these are found the stuff of full humanity’ (p.271).   
A concluding consideration on the anthropological role of education can be 
found in Hansen (1979, p.3) who wrote: 
 
It has been said that we humans live in an ‘information gap’. Between what our 
bodies tell us and what we have to know in order to cope effectively with our 
environment, there is a vacuum we must fill ourselves, and we fill it with information 
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provided largely by the culture of the group into which we are born and in which we 
grow up. Our ideas, our values, our emotions, our behaviour patterns, even our 
perceptions are all cultural products, in that they are constructed in response to our 
social experience from the tendencies, capacities, and dispositions with which we are 
born. Culture−all the knowledge learned and shared by members of a community−is 
an essential condition for human existence (Geertz 1973, 33−54). 
 
These anthropological considerations of education clearly address the question 
of Education for What? by reminding us that education is not some whimsical and 
optional human activity but that it is a core feature of human identity and survival. 
 
  
The educational demands of our time 
In seeking to identify those areas of education that are most central to human cultural 
survival we must draw from efforts that have been made to recognise the challenges 
facing human survival and articulate positive ways forward. One could argue that so 
little attention has been paid to these issues that we hardly can articulate a set of 
guiding principles, and to do so and yet avoid essentialist models is a further 
difficulty. Certainly there remains much work to be done. However, areas like peace 
education and futures studies that are holistic and futures-oriented have paved the way 
for these considerations (e.g. Hicks, 2005). Also, over the past decade there have been 
a range of collective efforts in civil society to do this, such as the 1995 Commission 
on Global Governance, the 2000 World Education Forum of developing nations in 
Dakar, Senegal, the 2000 Hague Appeal for a Culture of Peace, and the educational 
aspects of the United Nations Millennium 2000 Report: We the People. Although 
produced in differing contexts, these frameworks for education aimed towards all of 
humanity have many common positions. 
One such example is the following set of key principles for a global culture of 
peace, set out in Manifesto 2000, a document drafted by a group of Nobel Peace 
laureates and with over 75 million signatories worldwide by the beginning of 2004: 
• Respect Life: Respect the life and dignity of each human being without 
discrimination or prejudice; 
• Reject Violence: Practice active nonviolence, rejecting violence in all its 
forms: physical, sexual, psychological, economical & social; 
• Share with Others: Share time and material resources in a spirit of generosity 
to put an end to exclusion, injustice and political and economic oppression; 
• Listen to Understand: Defend freedom of expression and cultural diversity, 
giving preference always to dialogue and listening without engaging in 
fanaticism and defamation. 
• Preserve the Environment: Promote consumer behaviour that is responsible 
and development practices that respect all forms of life and preserve the 
balance of nature on the planet; 
• Rediscover Human Solidarity: Contribute to the development of community 
with the full participation of women and respect for democratic principles, in 
order to create together new forms of solidarity. 
(More information available online at: www.unesco.org/manifesto2000) 
The Earth Charter also proposes a range of value positions, asserting that our 
‘common destiny beckons us to seek a new beginning’. The Earth Charter is a 
declaration of fundamental principles for building a just, sustainable and peaceful 
global  human society in the 21st century at what it calls ‘ a critical moment in Earth’s 
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history’ when the ‘trends are perilous’. It claims humanity can ‘form a partnership to 
care for Earth and one another or risk the destruction of ourselves and the diversity of 
life’ (The Earth Charter, 2000, Preamble) It comments ‘Life often involves tensions 
between important values. This can mean difficult choices. However, we must find 
ways to harmonise diversity with unity, the exercise of freedom with the common 
good, short-term objectives with long-term goals.’ The Earth Charter proposes a range 
of values and actions under four key headings: 
• Respect and care for the community of life; 
• Ecological integrity; 
• Social and economic justice; 
• Democracy, nonviolence and peace. 
(The Earth Charter, 2000). 
Another instance is that of a global literacies model I developed for a previous 
publication (Synott, 2004) based on Rosen’s (2000) notions of business literacies for 
the contemporary world. These are: 
I. Ecological literacy: understanding the environmental context of human     
existence and sustainability; acting in accordance with ecological values. 
II. Personal literacy : knowing oneself, engaging in the process of 
conscientisation; understanding the cultural/historical/political contexts 
whereby one’s values and attitudes are learned;  understanding the learned 
basis of our beliefs/opinions; skills in non-violent behaviour, conflict-
resolution; 
III. Social literacy: understanding the meaning of the social construction of society 
and knowledge; the ways in which social formations have come about; the 
basis of ‘social values’ like ethnocentrism, racism, hostility towards other 
groups; the formation of ‘them’/ ‘us’ categories and formation of boundaries 
(including the causes and resolution of conflicts); 
IV. Cultural literacy; understanding the role of cultures in transmitting symbolic 
systems of survival (e.g. language); recognising, accepting, celebrating 
cultural diversity and exploring important areas of difference, such as the basis 
of cultural conflicts; being able to understand the interstices between one’s 
own cultures and the needs of global human culture; 
V. Techno- literacy. Skills in the technological bases of survival for all people; 
skills in the tools of the Information Revolution;  
VI. Econo-literacy, the skills and systems for global human economic survival  
(Synott 2004, p. 271). 
These sets of guiding principles represent examples of educational concepts 
that attempt to address the cultural challenges facing humanity in this important time 
of global change. They present learning principles that must be pursued in order to 
achieve global cultural sustainability and avert a deepening crisis, such as exhaustion 
of non-renewable resources, intractable conflicts and gross social inequalities.  
If these statements represent the desired directions for education as a global 
activity concerned with the well-being of all people, then we can assess the dominant 
education models for their performance against these standards. In the following 
section I will consider some major educational systems in this context. 
 
Contemporary practices of education 
In a broad survey of world education systems we could say there are basically four 
types of educational systems operating across the range of societies:  
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Education as a human right: education for all. One of the most prominent 
areas of educational activity world-wide is that which addresses ‘basic needs’ in 
education. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights asserts education as a 
fundamental human right and basic educational provision has been a focus of 
international aid programmes for the past fifty years (Fagerlind & Saha 1989). While 
the UN Millennium Report, We the People (United Nations 2000) indicated that the 
basic level of literacy around the world has been improving over recent decades yet 
there are some 960 million illiterate people over school age, that is 25% of adults in 
the developing world, and some 70% of these people are females; there are still over 
125 million children of primary school age who have never attended school, while 
some 200 million children receive only the most rudimentary levels of education 
(United Nations 2000).  
As importantly, the gap between the least educated and the most educated 
people are growing. While the age demands higher levels of skills and knowledge to 
flourish in the global society, there are relatively few of the total human population 
who have acquired these skills. The concept of ‘basic needs’ is rising and the 
provision of educational resources to meet these needs is inadequate. It is estimated 
by UNESCO that the costs of realising the goal of universal primary education over 
the next decade would be US$80 billion (UNESCO, 2000).  
The difficulty of these universal basic education programs is that they are 
principally directed towards providing basic education to people who currently have 
none or little. While the broad goals of these programs are compatible with the 
principles articulated above, they actually impact on relatively few people, and the 
resources available allow only for very basic instruction, literacy and numeracy 
learning, and in these ways they fall well short of providing the deep human cultural 
education that is essential for human survival. 
Education for national development. This is the most widespread and common 
form of education being practised around the world, where education is provided and 
managed by national governments to support and develop their particular nation-state 
(Bradshaw 1997). Of course there are tremendous differences between the education 
provided in wealthy societies and that of developing nations. There have been a wide 
range of studies that have examined the social, political, and economic reasons for 
these differences (e.g. Welch 2000). 
In recent times many nations have been taking steps to focus their education 
systems towards the needs of the information-based global society. In a general sense 
education is central to globalisation because of its concern with knowledge. In an age 
of increasing global competitiveness and interconnectedness knowledge has become a 
key item of economic, political and security transactions.  
Also, political leaders and policy makers recognise a nation’s development is 
very much dependent on its human capital – the depth and spread of knowledge, skills 
and qualifications of its workforce. A range of studies (e.g.OECD 1999; Welch 2000) 
show close correlationws between levels of national productivity and the 
qualifications of its workers, and between levels of educational achievement and 
income (both national and individual). 
Thus, national education systems, as a lynchpin of national economies, are in 
competition with each other like never before. This growing competition is 
diametrically against the desired trend of education as mechanism for transmitting a 
global culture that ensures the welfare of all people. 
Just as national systems compete with each other, so too are individuals in 
them locked into fierce competition with each other as they progress through 
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education systems. In this context, the drive is towards life-long education, which is 
increasingly self-funded by individuals who seek to optimise and sustain their 
competitiveness in the employment marketplace. Such indicators largely fail to 
respond to the universal, human culture goals of education that have been proposed 
above.   
Moreover, in this process education has been reconstructed as a product rather 
than public good (or ‘cultural commons’). The proliferation of free trade practices 
through the deregulation of  economic and social systems has resulted in the 
increasing commoditisation of education, where it is regarded as a tradeable product 
that can be sold by educational producers (in the form of legitimated institutions) and 
bought by  consumers to give them some comparatives advantage in the competitive 
society.  
Not only has the liberal economic reconstruction of education as a commodity 
taken it further away from a cultural commons that is necessary for human survival, 
but many of the values and practices transmitted within national education systems 
operate against the collective human interest.  
The corporate global education model. This rapidly expanding system of 
education promotes the notion of educational provision as a business, and skills and 
knowledge as commodities that have value in the information society and which 
should be bought and sold in a free trade market. This approach to education treats 
education as a consumer product, whose significance lies in its marketability. 
Globalisation has brought the opening-up of educational exchanges, with a growing 
global trade in educational goods and services. Thus education is becoming 
internationalised and marketed.  
Leading this approach, universities compete like corporations to sell their 
educational products to ambitious customers who want to access the benefits that 
educational qualifications can bring in the global marketplace. This is a huge and 
growing industry, where success for an educational project in, e.g. the growing 
markets of China and India, might be worth tens of millions of dollars in income for 
the providing institutions.  
These institutions are not teaching and promoting courses that teach the 
knowledge for a shared and sustainable human culture. Rather, the most popular 
courses for international students are business and information technology. Despite 
some recognition of  intercultural skills and social justice values in concepts like 
‘graduate capabilities,’ free enterprise universities have minimal interest in the sets of 
values important to the survival of human identity and a universal culture of peace.  
Moreover, as the universities become more dependent on these sources of 
funds from international students, they are less able to develop and promote courses 
that teach the skills and values for human survival. The dependency is real. A recent 
article in The Courier-Mail newspaper quoted The Economist magazine stating 
‘Foreign students keep British universities from crumbling.’ The article also observed 
that Australian universities which are ‘much bigger than any other system in the 
world’ have become the third biggest destination for international students, after the 
US and Britain, and that their ‘main motivation is mercenary’ (Solomon 2005, p.28). 
The article noted that with over 140,000 international full fee-paying students in the 
system and the value of exported education in 2003−2004 worth Aus$5.6 billion, 
Australian universities have become heavily reliant on this income. 
Universities are not the only players in this area of corporative education. 
There are many entrepreneurial colleges selling education. In recent years, public 
corporations that are heavily involved in information such as News Ltd. and IBM 
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have been active in selling learning packages on-line. Also, major publishers such as 
Thomson, Pearson and Routledge have acted to corner a huge slice of the knowledge 
market, especially with free trade agreements and a growing world-wide demand for 
English language learning materials. The profit-driven capitalist paradigm driving 
these learning enterprises has scant regard for education for human survival. 
Education for reproduction of cultural/religious distinctiveness.  Education of 
this type is widespread around the world and generally is linked to older traditions of 
religious education. It embraces education associated with the likes of Christian 
church schools, Islamic madrassas, Hindu schools, Jewish schools, programs like 
traditional Chinese moral (i.e. Confucian) education, and schools that support 
minority cultures such as schools for Indigenous cultures. While there are many forms 
of this type of schooling, they are generally posited on a strong notion of us/them 
cultural distinctions. 
In many cases schools in this group, such as those schools for indigenous 
education have been founded against a backdrop of violent racism against the 
communities and children of particular cultural groups and have been established to 
preserve indigenous traditions and protect their cultural members. However, too 
frequently education systems in this group adopt positions that regard themselves as 
somehow privileged and ‘outsiders’ as inferior. This has been particularly the case 
where such systems are dominant in certain societies, such as the Christian religious 
schools in colonial societies around the world that were active in repressing the local 
cultures and people. This colonial mentality still pervades the operations of these 
schools in many places in the Third World (Welch, 2000). In another context the rise 
of fundamentalist Hindu schools in parts of India has been particularly associated with 
broader social conflicts involving Hindus, Muslims and Christians. These schools 
divide societies and ferment hostility and conflicts. 
In the current context of globalisation traditional cultural groups sometimes 
perceive themselves losing the struggle for their cultures and values against the 
inroads of modern, consumer-based cultures and promote resistance against these 
values and hostility towards all who are regarded as bearers of them. This has shaped 
the process of fundamentalist education systems, such as fundamentalist Christian, 
Hindu and Islamic schools. In the latter case certain madrassas have been regarded as 
recruiting grounds for jihad-style terrorist campaigns.  
In their preoccupation with particular and often exclusionary knowledge 
schools of this type fulfil the function of reproducing values of separation rather than 
inclusiveness, and indeed of conflict rather than peace. They too frequently advocate a 
missionary-style fervour in seeking to expand and impose their knowledge 
perspectives on people everywhere. In this sense they fail to address the needs of 
education for a collective human culture.  Moreover, with knowledge tied to religious 
beliefs, these schools often propagate ideas that are not just false but harmful to their 
own followers in legitimating ignorance on matters of important concern to humanity.  
In summary the above systems of education, which represent the majority of 
educational activities around the world, in different ways act to divide rather than 
unite humanity. They foster knowledge that, whether regarded as a marketable 
commodity or a religious dogma entrench their students in ignorance and false ideas 
regarding the nature of humanity and the natural world. Moreover, these different 
systems often regard themselves in competition with each other and these are their 
pre-occupations rather than attending to the real cultural knowledge that is vital to a 
sustainable human future. 
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Is our education tool under threat? 
Education is both a thing in itself and one of the most important, sophisticated 
symbolic tools that humans have produced in our brief steps through time. Perhaps as 
a cultural activity it is a bit like Sexuality, the set of blended biological/cultural 
energies that motivate humans towards reproduction. The drive for passing on cultural 
knowledge to the next generation is a profound and irresistible one and performs a 
vital function for collective humanity. What happens when the knowledge which is 
being transmitted is against the real evolutionary interests of human culture, which are 
identity, security and survival? What happens when the dominant forms of education 
reproduce knowledge that endorses varieties of conflict, domination, exploitation, 
trauma and degradation? Vriens (1996) identified this education for transmitting ‘war 
culture’ and observed ‘the story of our dominant culture is a story of failure (p.352).’  
It is certainly apparent that the most prominent educational systems world-
wide are far from the mark in dealing with the major learning needs of humanity. 
Their practices as a whole constitute widespread forms of miseducation that 
reproduce the values and structures that  shape many of the most pressing human 
crises and they undermine efforts towards an education that promotes human 
solidarity and survival. Like the principles of ecology, that emphasise that what 
happens in one part of earth’s biosphere can have dramatic impacts elsewhere, 
education needs to be reconstituted as a global cultural project whose failure or 
misuse in one setting can bring traumatic consequences for communities elsewhere.  
The call in this article is for educators to recognise that the crisis is real and 
significant. Failure to address it will inevitably produce significant human misery. 
The positive principles of education expressed in this article and elsewhere by others 
(e.g. Hutchinson 1996; Harris & Morrison 2003) represent much more than a 
whimsical list. Rather they represent principles which should be given high priority 
by governments and major social institutions. Education debates need to face the 
crucial issues emerging from recognition of the anthropological function of education. 
There is an urgent need for a debate over the concept of a ‘cultural commons’ and the 
appropriate means of transmission. Unfortunately the institutional educational 
priorities, as discussed above, seem to be far away from engaging in this conversation 
with any commitment. 
 However, there is some reason to be optimistic about the human capacity to 
deal with the cultural crisis of education. The good news comes from anthropology 
itself. In a recent book, Douglas Fry set out to document the case for human societies 
consistently choosing peace and cooperation over aggression and competition. He 
refuted the thesis that war has served evolutionary functions in the past and is 
therefore legitimated as ‘natural’ to human activities. He commented that ‘the serious 
challenges facing humanity…suggest that, realistically, we must abolish war before it 
abolishes us’ (2006, p.247). Fry identified the solution to this in fundamental features 
of global society and human capacities, those of increasing human interdependence 
and the evolutionary capacity of humans to cooperate in order to survive. 
‘Anthropology suggests that when individuals clearly perceive their interdependence, 
replacing violent competition with cooperation is a possible outcome,’ he wrote 
(p.247). However, he continued, ‘the realisation of interdependence is a critical 
variable’ that must be learned by humanity. 
 While Fry’s focus is on the crises of wars, similar positions hold for crises of 
the environment, population, poverty, human health and so on. It is these areas that 
frameworks such as Manifesto 2000 and the others address. That is why the cultural 
transmission function of education is so vital. The anthropological evidence of human 
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cooperation indicates that achieving these goals is ‘not only realistic in the sense that 
it is possible but also realistically necessary for human survival and well-being’ (Fry 
2006, p.263). As the prime mechanism for cultural transmission, appropriate 
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